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Introduction
The whole subject of Camouflage is based essentially on what can be seen by the eye direct 
or through photography, and in practice it is concerned with how to make things invisible 
altogether or to look like something which is not of a suspicious or obvious nature. 
(William Dakin)1
This book sheds light on the near invisible history of Australian artists and designers who 
campaigned to make invisibility itself the modern defence for Australia in World War II. 
They worked in camouflage, for the Australian Department of Home Security (DHS), 
in secret. To the military they were amateurs working recklessly outside their discipline 
boundaries, masquerading as real soldiers, and faking a body of knowledge that only war 
professionals felt they could rightly own. Their leader was a zoologist and a specialist in 
marine animals, a single-minded, brilliant scientist who called attention to the stripes on 
fish in motion to teach troops about invisibility, and the play of light and shadow on birds 
to demonstrate spatial illusion. 
But far from being simply a quirky, hidden story relevant only to the remote past, 
this is one with emotional substance and connection with our contemporary reality. It 
addresses an historical moment when artists and scientists in WWII were compelled to 
prove the social value of their fields of expertise, even for political violence, but in the 
name of national and cultural freedoms from totalitarianism and fascism.2 Never far from 
the surface of the story, then, is realisation that in order to fulfil wartime duties the indi-
viduals who worked in camouflage had to suppress ideological, psychological and moral 
positions on art and war, and transform themselves into servants of the war enterprise as 
camouflage labourers, camouflage designers, and camouflage field officers in the north of 
Australia and the theatre of war in Papua and New Guinea. And while the story of cam-
ouflage in WWII is located in the historical past, it is anything but disconnected from the 
experiences of Australians and war today. Ethical conflicts and struggles dominate debates 
on war participation, and camouflage itself, even in an age of nuclear warfare, retains many 
1 W.J. Dakin, ‘The phenomena of light in relation to camouflage: some notes by the Technical Director 
of Camouflage’ in Camouflage report 1939–1945 (appendix R), Canberra, AWM, Series 81 [77 Part 5], 
1947, p. 1.
2 For an example of anti-fascist views expressed in relation to Australian art and art criticism see 
O’Connor 2006 [1944]. 
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of its historical methods but also controversies: it continues to involve the relatively simple 
forms of concealment and deception offered by skin paint and clothing patterns developed 
in WWII; contemporary research by defence analysts still use animal camouflage as a point 
of reference; and camouflage continues to create dissent among troops. Australians fight-
ing in Afghanistan in 2010 complained, as troops in New Guinea did in 1942, that greasy 
camouflage paint on the skin causes irritation, and that the wrong colours and patterns on 
uniforms put soldiers’ lives at risk.3 
What is camouflage? William Dakin, who is central to this story, tried to define it many 
times, and each time wrote something different. The epigraph for this introduction is one 
of his many attempts, and a good guide to what camouflage meant to Australians in WWII. 
Camouflage was predominantly the means by which to deceive vision, and exclusively 
vision of the enemy. Sound also played a part, but war records on this specialised means of 
deception are scant and consequently sonic camouflage receives little discussion in these 
pages. With visual camouflage in WWII it was more important to conceal objects from the 
camera’s vision than from the body’s senses since the mechanical eye was sharper and more 
capable of seeing through disguise, especially the aerial machine-aided eye using infra-red 
film. Also intimated in Dakin’s definition is that, in its objective to create visual confusion, 
camouflage is cryptic and paradoxical. Invisibility is simply visibility in disguise. It is the 
outcome of a process of visual transformations in which the deadly appear innocent and 
the innocent deadly. A photograph of an artificial rock designed by camouflage artists 
working for William Dakin in the DHS, a rock designed as an observation or sniper post, 
demonstrates the point: with its top properly in place, it transformed into an unprepossessing 
object intended for plain sight but to obliterate from view what was being hidden (fig. I.1). 
Many examples of camouflage’s paradoxical nature are illustrated in the following 
chapters. As civil defence became more urgent in Australia following the bombing of 
Darwin by the Japanese in February 1942, so the city landscapes were modified with the 
erection of simulations of innocent looking domestic houses and public buildings that were 
really munitions and bomber hideouts placed near airfields disguised as sports arenas, 
race tracks and market gardens. Intended to deceive enemy cameras in the event of aerial 
reconnaissance, or to fool the naked eye in case of attack, they demonstrate how camouflage 
harnessed opposing strategies in a game of measures and countermeasures organised 
around the dynamics of dissimulation and simulation defined by Jean Baudrillard in the 
1980s (when the principles of camouflage became increasingly popular as a conceptual tool 
for cultural analysis) as the pretence of not having what one has on the one hand, and the 
pretence of having what one does not on the other.4 
The last ten years have seen an exponential growth in camouflage studies in all fields of 
the arts and social sciences including architecture, visual arts, anthropology and sociology. 
But so rich is camouflage as a metaphor that authors have found its meaning impossible to 
contain, leaving Michael Taussig to conclude that camouflage is a word ‘trying desperately 
to live up to its name’.5 Hsuan L. Hsu, on the other hand, invokes camouflage to explain a vast 
range of physical and social objects and events that involve simulation and dissimulation: 
3 Oakes 2010a and 2010b.
4 Baudrillard 1997, p. 3.
5 Taussig 2008, p. s107.
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Immigrants, minorities, and refugees are pressured to assimilate to new cultural contexts; 
both stealth bombers and suicide bombers blend in with their surroundings; antennae 
and radio towers are designed to simulate trees; along the borders between Gilo and 
neighboring Palestinian settlements, barrier walls are painted to resemble the landscapes 
they block out; fashion and advertising continually manipulate the fine line between 
standing out and blending in; and biologists have begun studying the phenomenon of 
‘urban speciation,’ in which insects and birds mimic and adapt to various aspects of urban 
environments.6
An entire book could be written on definitions of camouflage but in the context of 
this study, which focuses on WWII, ‘camouflage’—the French word that originated on 
the battlefields of WWI when the first camouflage units in western military history were 
formalised—refers to the dynamics of concealment and deception for military gain and 
individual protection.7 
Primarily this book is concerned with relaying a hidden story about central figures 
in Australian art history and with filling a gap in the military history of Australia. The 
deployment of artists for warfare in Australia had precedents in World War I, but the scale 
in WWII was unparalleled and the phenomenon never repeated. At the same time this 
study aims to deliver two arguments: that the nation’s memory of WWII is incomplete 
without the inclusion of the camouflage artists who worked for the DHS, a contribution 
to history that has been overlooked due to their non-military status; and that art history, 
while demonstrating a keen interest in the anti-war expressions of the moderns, has failed 
to integrate the war years into its narratives, believing the sociology of war outside its core 
business and values. Camouflage, it has been noted by Hsu, is a phenomenon that sits 
ambiguously between violence and aesthetics.8 The identity of modern art, however, is 
rooted in the protest of war and violence. This in itself explains why it has been important 
for me to attempt to get under the skin of the main figures in this story, to understand the 
circumstances of military-related duties, and to comprehend the emotional demands of 
war for those who worked in camouflage. And here the task has been difficult, because with 
the passing of the war generation, the historical context has been less easy to understand 
and to adequately represent, a situation exacerbated by the nature of the official war 
record which is immense but largely bureaucratic and offers little on the human cost of 
war. Luckily William Dakin expressed himself passionately, and Frank Hinder kept the 
most detailed of diaries. And many chance moments of social and psychological insight 
slip through otherwise dry reportage. They indicate the emotional toll that working in 
camouflage took on members of the DHS who were often ridiculed, not least because their 
title was ‘camoufleur’ and because camouflage seemed to others a rather effeminate field. A 
6 Hsu 2006.
7 A French ministerial order established the first official camouflage unit in 1915 to aid in the 
concealment of soldiers and military equipment, and the first soldiers assigned this work were artists. 
Among French artists enlisted in WWI, the idea of working in the camouflage division was attractive, 
yet it was also competitive and Fernand Léger was disappointed to be refused that opportunity. See Kahn 
1984, pp. 1–16.
8 Hsu 2006.
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deep-seated suspicion prevailed that camouflage signified passivity and weakness, a mere 
decoration to the structural necessities of war. As civilians working for the armed forces but 
not part of them, camoufleurs spent the first years of the war looking highly conspicuous 
in civilian clothes, and the third section of the book explains how they were desperate to 
wear uniforms and receive accreditation with the airforce just to blend in with military 
life. ‘We are nobody’s business’ wrote Charles O’Harte forlornly from the tropical north of 
Australia.9 
I claim the symbolic beginning of the national history of the camouflage artists of 
WWII as the day that Australia’s leading modern artist, Margaret Preston, introduced 
fellow artist Frank Hinder to William Dakin.10 It was March 1938 and, not only was Dakin 
a celebrated professor of zoology, he was also a minor patron of the arts. He commissioned 
Hinder to paint a mural of marine subjects, offering the artist a rare opportunity during 
the Depression to derive income from creative practice. By the end of 1938, however, and 
not coincidentally given the imminent outbreak of war and his new acquaintance with 
Dakin—a scientist with a publication history in biological concealment and deception 
dating back to WWI—Hinder’s diaries turned to the subject of military camouflage. On 23 
September 1938, Hinder, who in postwar years became renowned as an artist investigating 
abstraction using the medium of light, pondered the outbreak of war, declared his interest 
in camouflage design rather than fighting, speculated about his anticipated role in 
camouflage and asked whether ‘light should play an important part’.11 This marks the start 
of an intense wartime collaboration between Dakin and Hinder, one that is explicated and 
discussed in the majority of chapters ahead, and that involved many of Hinder’s friends and 
acquaintances.
It was in Sydney, New South Wales—even before Britain declared war on Germany 
on 3 September 1939—that a group of 30 men in the arts and sciences invited members of 
the army, airforce and navy, and banded together to form the Sydney Camouflage Group. 
Included were Hinder’s close friends, the designers Douglas Annand and Robert E. Curtis, 
and photographer Russell Roberts as well as other professional acquaintances including 
Australia’s leading modernist photographer, Max Dupain (fig. I.2), and that ‘great man’ of 
Australian art patronage and administration—as art historian Bernard Smith referred to 
him—Sydney Ure Smith.12 They held meetings chaired by Dakin, conducted experiments, 
and published a book titled The art of camouflage (1941). Many were later seconded to 
work in the Department of Home Security. A roll call of artists and the nature of their 
experimentations in Sydney are discussed in the first section of this study. Indeed their 
mobilisation into the field of camouflage in WWII was part of a much wider international 
movement of artists intent on defeating the Axis powers through altered vision, dis-
9 Charles O’Harte to D.H. Wilson, 25 February 1943, in Dispersal hangars, Sydney, National Archives of 
Australia (NAA), Series C1707, Item 4, p. 2.
10 Frank Hinder, 25 March 1938, the Grosvenor Galleries Diary, Frank Hinder Papers, Sydney, Archive 
of the AGNSW, MS 1995.1.
11 Frank Hinder, 23 September 1938, the Grosvenor Galleries Diary, Frank Hinder Papers, Sydney, 
Archive of the AGNSW , MS 1995.1.
12 Bernard Smith quoted in Underhill 1991, p. 1.
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torted perception, illusions and abstractions, and among the Australians’ distinguished 
international counterparts were Arshile Gorky, László Moholy-Nagy, and Roland Penrose. 
However, as David McCarthy argues in relation to the deployment of American sculptor 
David Smith for war-related work in 1942, their participation was part of the production of 
war, and not the act of making modern art.13 
Frank Hinder investigated the perceptual impact of colours and designs on moving 
objects. It was something he would return to in the studio in postwar years. Ironically, the 
war gave Hinder a certain freedom to explore the principles of abstraction at a time when 
Australian society was hostile to abstraction in modern art. The disruptive patterns he 
painted on model trucks (fig. I.3) and the dazzle designs he applied to model planes using 
vibrantly contrasting stripes of orange and yellow, as well as blue and red, do resemble 
op art. Hinder was not seeking aesthetic knowledge in itself, however, but rather how to 
induce in the enemy a state of perceptual confusion through visual misinformation.
This is also a story about the crossing of discipline boundaries between art, biological 
science and military science, and it must be stressed that the mobilisation of artists into 
camouflage warfare did not proceed without political controversy. The Sydney Camouflage 
13 David McCarthy 2010, p. 25.
Fig. I.2, Bankstown aerodrome camouflage experiment, c. 1943. Collection of the National Archives 
of Australia: C1905, 3. Photograph, Max Dupain.
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Group was convinced that the Australian military had neglected the importance of 
camouflage for national defence and soon many leading artists and administrators 
throughout Australia, including Daryl Lindsay and Louis McCubbin, figures now at the 
centre of the nation’s history, joined Dakin in persuading then Prime Minister Robert 
Menzies to initiate a camouflage section in the DHS. Incredibly, given the military’s natural 
dominance in matters of defence in WWII, Menzies appointed Dakin, a civilian scientist, 
to the top position as Technical Director of Camouflage for the Australian mainland and 
the SW Pacific, expecting that army, navy and airforce would defer to Dakin’s authority. It 
was a decision many lived to regret. Soon there was a war inside the war, one that Dakin 
perceived as between the military and civilians.14 The third section of the book looks closely 
at the arguments that developed around military perceptions of the value of camouflage 
specialists, and of camouflage to military operations.
This is therefore not a book about art in itself or about the considered, individualistic 
responses of artists to political conflict through the expressive means of painted image or 
sculpted object. Instead it is about the interconnections of art, zoology and military ideas 
and their application to warfare. More particularly I am interested in the transmutations of 
theories of camouflage from the field of zoology and the natural sciences into war through 
the endeavours of artists who in turn modified scientific and military camouflage and 
14 W.J. Dakin to Sir Frederick Shedden, 4 July 1944, Establishment of camouflage organisation and 
procedures, Canberra, NAA, Series A5954, Item 396/2.
Fig. I.3, Camouflage experiment with model truck by Frank Hinder and team of camoufleurs, c. 
1942. AWM, Canberra, Frank Hinder Personal Records AWM 88/133, File 895/4/182.
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introduced their own conceptions. Interchanges of aesthetics and science define the history 
of camouflage for all warring nations in WWII, and had precedents in WWI. Consequently, 
with a growing body of international literature on painters, sculptors, photographers, 
commercial designers and architects (professionals whom I refer to from this point on 
as ‘artists and designers’) who were innovators in camouflage—innovators in the art of 
concealment and deception—this book represents an Australian arm of a much bigger 
story about the crossing of discipline boundaries. 
What readers will notice in the structure of this book is the way it takes a number of 
turns in order to address the various angles of art, science, social and military histories that 
feed into the subject. In addition to three separate case studies of William Dakin, Frank 
Hinder and Max Dupain, there are four sections that demarcate, in the following order: 
the art community that initiated camouflage activism; the science community that made 
animal camouflage its model for military methods; the military context where antagonisms 
between civilians and military communities and conflicting attitudes to war, as well as 
the value of camouflage, are discussed; and finally, the experiences of camouflage officers 
within the DHS who were sent on reconnaissance work and operational camouflage duties 
to Papua and New Guinea. The first chapters of the book therefore focus on the relatively 
safe, orderly world of civil defence and camouflage on the mainland when the main goal was 
to protect the coastal cities of Australia from attack. The second half, however, investigates 
the psychologically fraught context of war, and the dangerous, chaotic life of camouflage 
officers in war zones when the DHS established a base on Goodenough Island in Papua in 
late 1943, a location already legendary for camouflage due to a daring deception scheme 
staged earlier by the Australian army’s ‘ghost force’. Max Dupain and Bob Curtis were 
among those forced to confront the westerner’s terror of jungle, wild animals, sorcery and 
savages, fears that brought new intensity to the DHS’s mission to convince troops of the 
imperative to blend with the jungle.
For the reader wondering which artists were members of the DHS and the Sydney 
Camouflage Group, lists are provided in the appendices. They include many well-known 
names, especially in the history of Australian design, a fact that was brought to attention 
by design historian Michael Bogle who was one of the first writers to address the subject of 
camouflage in his book Design in Australia: 1880–1970 (1998). Bogle claimed that the par-
ticipation of designers in concealment and deception represented not only an obscure part 
of Australian history but also an unexpected one.15 His text, together with the work of Of-
ficial War Historian D.P. Mellor who wrote a useful overview of camouflage’s organisation 
in WWII in a volume of Australia in the war of 1939–1945: the role of science and industry 
(1958), laid the Australian groundwork for this research.16
For the most part, though, the scope of the historical territory embraced by this study 
was untouched in Australia, whereas Britain and the United States (US) have comparatively 
long histories of research and writing in this field. American designer and historian Roy R. 
Behrens was a leader in camouflage scholarship in the 1980s and has continued to maintain 
that position with two books published since 2000—False colors: art, design and modern 
15  Bogle 1998b, p. 94.
16  Mellor 1958, pp. 531–49.
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camouflage (2002) and Camoupedia: a compendium of research on art, architecture and 
camouflage (2009). In both he focuses on the interdisciplinarity of camouflage and shows 
how artists of the stature of Pablo Picasso, Georges Braque and Franz Marc in WWI, and 
Salvador Dalí, László Moholy-Nagy, Roland Penrose and Arshile Gorky in WWII all played 
a part in camouflage’s history, theory and practice. Among other influential British and 
American books published since 1970 that place artists working in camouflage in social 
and military context, or address the crossing-over of art, science and war, are Camouflage: 
a history of concealment and deception in war (1979) by British historian Guy Hartcup; 
Elizabeth Kahn’s The neglected majority: ‘les camoufleurs’, art history, and World War I 
(1984); Hardy Blechman (ed.) Disruptive pattern material: an encyclopedia of camouflage 
(2004); Henrietta Goodden’s account of British camouflage, Camouflage and art: design 
for deception in World War 2 (2007); and Camouflage (2007) by Tim Newark who, like 
Blechman, includes the co-option of camouflage aesthetics by popular culture.
As the astonishing visual examples in this array of international publications show, 
camouflage is intrinsically surreal for the way it creates disorienting confusions between 
inanimate and animate states, and for the psychology that lies behind visual deceptions. 
Without doubt perceptual psychology was critical to camouflage design and the point is 
raised frequently throughout these chapters. However, while Frank Hinder experimented 
with painted designs on model planes and ships, William Dakin looked at questions of 
perception through the markings of animals. Dakin’s ideas on animal camouflage and their 
application to war did not emerge from nowhere and he was indebted not only to Charles 
Darwin but also to American artist and naturalist Abbott H. Thayer and British zoologist 
Hugh B. Cott whose images and ideas he liberally borrowed for The art of camouflage 
and for the preparation of camouflage teaching materials on principles such as disruptive 
patterning (fig. I.4). Dakin was part of a network of naturalists and zoologists working in 
the field of animal camouflage and its application to war, yet, as discussed in the second 
section of this study, he fails to mention Thayer and Cott. Nevertheless, equipped with 
knowledge of the behaviours of animals, and armed with passages of Rudyard Kipling’s 
story ‘How the leopard got his spots’, Dakin thrived on theorising camouflage for jungle 
warfare. It stimulated a brutish nature, for while he believed that civilisation in peacetime 
was evidence of evolutionary progression away from savagery, in war he was infatuated 
with the superiority of primitive life, of instinct and devolution.
My own interest in camouflage developed from research into the uncanny doubles 
in trompe l’oeil paintings, those cunning illusions that make the observer feel like a fool 
by tricking the eye into seeing a three-dimensional object where none exists. And fake 
photographs of WWII air battles constructed in 1942 in Australia by popular artist Ainslee 
Roberts also aroused my curiosity in camouflage. Roberts contrived a ‘documentary’ 
photograph of an air battle between German and British planes by photographing two 
model planes hung by string off a clothes-horse creating such a successful illusion that it 
won him a photographic prize.17 In both cases the images in question demonstrate what 
happens when artists wage war in the figurative sense with other people’s powers of vision.
I begin the book with a chapter about camouflage and the Japanese bombing of Darwin 
even though, chronologically speaking, the involvement of Australian artists in camouflage 
17  Elias 1999, pp. 379–86.
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Fig. I.4. Hugh B. Cott, Hind limbs of the common frog (Rana temporaria). From Cott 1957 [1940], p. 
71, copied by the DHS onto glass plate negatives (NAA, C1907).
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for the DHS properly begins in Sydney in 1939 with the earlier formation of the Sydney 
Camouflage Group. However, it took the bombing of Darwin to make camouflage design 
and camouflage preparations accelerate on mainland Australia, and by deferring the 
Sydney part of the story until chapters 2 and 3 I can better establish the scope of this varied 
and exciting history. Beginning with Darwin allows me to introduce certain of the main 
protagonists including William Dakin, Frank Hinder, Max Dupain and Eric Thompson, 
and establish the essential themes outlined above: interdisciplinary exchanges between 
art, zoology and military science; animal camouflage as model; civilians in conflict with 
military authorities; the gendering of camouflage as feminine; links between jungle and 
tropical camouflage and primitivism; and camouflage as an art and science of visual 
perception. Beginning with Darwin allows me to start the book with a brief history of the 
ship Zealandia, a vessel that was no stranger to advancements in the role of camouflage 
patterns for optical confusion in warfare.
